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DESIGNING FOR COLLABORATIVE LEARNING SPACES: 
AN ACADEMIC STAFF DEVELOPMENT PILOT PROGRAM 
 
 
Roger Cook 
 
ABSTRACT 
To prepare for the delivery of new Bachelor of Science units in collaborative learning spaces, academic and 
professional staff at Queensland University of Technology piloted an academic development program over the 
period of a semester. The program was informed by Rogers’ theory of innovation and diffusion (2003) and 
structured according to Wilson’s framework for faculty development (2007). Through a series of workshops and 
group mentoring activities, the program modelled inquiry-based learning in a collaborative learning space, and the 
participants designed and practiced the delivery of teaching activities. This paper provides a preliminary 
evaluation of the effectiveness of the pilot based on survey responses from participants, notes from the 
development team who coordinated the program and audience feedback from the final showcase session. The 
design and structure of the program is discussed as well as possible future directions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Universities in Australia and across the world are redesigning their learning spaces to meet changing 
demands in pedagogical practice and to improve student engagement and retention (McLaughlin & 
Faulkner, 2012). Academics require sophisticated blended learning strategies to effectively operate in 
technology-enhanced learning environments and, along with their students, need to develop their  
digital literacies to do so successfully (Keppell et al, 2012; JISC, 2012). It is generally agreed that these 
learning spaces should “be student-centred rather than teacher-centred; have the necessary technology 
and furnishings to meet student and “subject” needs; support pedagogic, multidisciplinary, multimedia 
formats that engage the student; and be flexible, ergonomically comfortable, functional and multi-
usable” (Wilson & Randall, 2012, p. 146). This can pose significant challenges to preparing academic 
staff new to teaching in collaborative learning spaces and thus requires careful consideration of how to 
transform or re-imagine teaching practices in ways that the spaces and technologies can afford (Steel & 
Andrews, 2012). 
 
Since 2011 the Learning and Teaching in Collaborative Environments (LATICE) project at Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT) has explored developing academic staff capabilities in a Pedagogy-
Space-Technology (PST) Framework (Radcliffe et al, 2008). Academic and professional staff have 
participated in induction sessions, monthly learning community meetings and showcase events (refer to 
http://www.els.qut.edu.au/blendedlearning/latice/index.jsp). The Science and Engineering Faculty 
(SEF) in 2012 identified an urgent need to prepare staff for a new inquiry-based Bachelor of Science 
course, focusing on active, collaborative and authentic learning to be delivered in 2013 in a new 
Science and Engineering Centre. As an extension to the LATICE project, the author coordinated an 
academic development pilot program in second semester 2012 for 16 SEF academic staff participants 
and a development team consisting of 9 support staff from eLearning Services, Learning and Teaching 
Unit, and Library. This paper provides a preliminary evaluation of the effectiveness of this program. 
 
PROGRAM DESIGN 
 
The two main goals of the program were to firstly contribute to academic development for the new 
Bachelor of Science course and across SEF, and secondly, to broaden the understanding of and develop 
skills in curriculum design for active learning and positive student outcomes in collaborative spaces. 
The program’s design was based on Rogers’ theory of innovation and diffusion (2003) stating that the 
attributes of an innovation - relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability 
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- influence an adopter’s decision to take-up an innovation. From an academic development perspective 
for e-learning contexts, Wilson (2007, p. 125-6) explains this as follows: advantage - focus on how new 
technologies can enhance learning and teaching; compatibility - focus on compatibility with faculty 
values and current approaches and then gradually extend technical skills and understanding of good 
pedagogical practices; complexity - describe the level of difficulty and amount of time and effort to 
learn to use new technologies and use a staged approach rather than pushing too quickly; trialability - 
allow participants to experience the innovation first-hand and do not require an immediate need to 
change; and observability - allow participants to see the technology in action to observe features, 
benefits and exemplars. Furthermore, the program modelled inquiry-based learning to simulate the 
approach to be used in the BSc units and was designed so that participants made their Pedagogy-Space-
Technology beliefs explicit, experienced the CLS from a student perspective as well as a teaching one, 
and would help to facilitate long-term change via a distributive leadership model (Steel & Andrews, 
2012; Tytler, 2007). It was also considered important that the program occur over the whole semester to 
ensure continuing and sufficient time and support for development (Vaughan, 2007). 
 
Since the academic staff participants volunteered to be part of the pilot without any time release, it was 
essential that their time be used effectively. In general, academics experience a lack of time to properly 
implement blended learning approaches and thus are unable to properly develop competencies with 
learning management systems and educational technologies, identify new discipline specific 
technologies, and adapt the curriculum to take advantages of the physical and virtual affordances 
available (Partridge et al, 2011, p. 56). Therefore, the role of the development team was to produce 
learning outcomes and decide on the program’s structure, identify and prioritise learning and teaching 
activities, draw on the experiences of participants where possible and mentor them as required, and 
make ongoing adjustments to the program’s content based on participant engagement, interests and 
feedback. The learning outcomes for the program were: 
1. Apply theories, methods and practices of teaching for learning to the design and implementation of 
learning activities and assessment regimes in collaborative learning spaces, aligned to the learning 
outcomes of units in which you teach. 
2. Effectively select and use a range of basic technologies and learning space configurations to achieve 
pedagogical goals within collaborative learning spaces. 
3. Work independently and collaboratively to create learning experiences for your students that 
contribute to their achievement of unit learning outcomes, aligned to course learning outcomes. 
4. Employ a critically reflective approach to review your teaching practice and to plan for future 
enhancements focused on improved student learning experiences in collaborative learning spaces. 
 
Blended learning environment 
 
The development team aimed to highlight important PST features of the blended learning environment 
via inquiry-based learning activities, provided before, during and after sessions. Essentially, this 
involved four participant groups addressing a particular learning and teaching problem each session, 
focusing on one component of the problem and then sharing solutions to other groups. The 
collaborative learning space used for the program had a lectern with document camera and projector, 9 
web-enabled computers on wheels (CoWs) each with 2 tables and 6 chairs on wheels, and portable 
whiteboards. Participants experienced a range of configurations such as being seated in groups around 
the CoWs, sitting in a semi-circle at the front of the room, standing at the front of the room, and 
presenting from a CoW. 
 
Educational technology was selected that was considered relevant, reliable, multi-functional, relatively 
easy to use and which could minimise the impact on staff workloads (Littlejohn & Peglar, 2006). It was 
important to focus on teaching solutions (i.e. innovations) rather than technical features (Wilson, 2007) 
and so these technologies were used: 
 Blackboard Learn (v9) – to provide session outlines, presentations, readings, resources, links to 
Google Docs, program wiki spaces 
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 Google Drive – for handouts, editing group documents synchronously, using forms for some surveys 
that were not anonymous 
 Blackboard Collaborate – for recording presentations and allowing for synchronous audience 
feedback during the showcase 
 Portable whiteboards – for brainstorming tasks 
 Participant mobile devices – to capture and share electronically images of whiteboards. 
 
Based on the analysis of the major components of the blended learning environment, the program 
structure shown in Table 1 was produced. 
 
Table 1. Program structure 
 
Week Activities Assessment 
1 - 4 - Needs analysis survey  
5 
(1.5 
hrs) 
Session 1 - Team learning in collaborative learning spaces 
- Introduction to QUT’s CLS; Inquiry-based learning approach for 
program; Team formation; Developing a teamwork protocol; Guest 
academic discussing team activities used in CLS 
 
8 
(1.5 
hrs) 
Session 2 - Facilitating collaborative assessment  
- Pre-session survey about assessing posters; Introduction to problem 
(designing a poster assessment task) and reference to case study 
information for students; Team presentations; One-minute paper 
individual feedback 
 
10 
(1.5 
hrs) 
Session 3 - Teaching for collaboration (new groups formed) 
- Formation of new groups; Pre-reading about problem-based 
learning (PBL); Introduction to problem (designing an activity for a 
particular learning outcome); Planning one-hour lesson and 
developing a 10 min demonstration from this; PBL debrief 
Lesson plan (team) 
11 - 
13 
Preparation for team activity in Session 4 and consultation with a 
development team member 
 
14 
(2 hrs) 
Session 4 – Demonstrating an activity 
- Overview of activity: 5 mins; Demonstration with 6 “student”  
participants: 10 mins; Peer feedback discussion: 10 mins (feedback 
and comments summarised in a Google Doc) 
Peer assessment of 
demonstration  
(individual) 
15 - 
16 
- Preparation for showcase presentation (Student exam period) 
- Completion of anonymous survey about program by academic 
participants 
Reflective notes 
about future 
directions 
(individual) 
17 
(1 hr) 
Session 5 - Showcasing your work (1 hour) 
- Program overview; Presentations by one team member from each of 
4 groups; Audience interaction during presentations via Blackboard 
Collaborate chat  
 
18 - Completion of anonymous survey about showcase by audience 
(including academic participants and development team members) 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Data relating to the program was collected in these ways: 
1. Participants completed a needs analysis survey prior to Session 1 – Team learning in Collaborative 
learning spaces (CLS) about their personal goals for the program, expected challenges of teaching in 
a new collaborative learning space, and experience with using educational technologies. 
2. Participants completed an anonymous survey about the program after the completion of Session 4 – 
Demonstrating an activity. 
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3. The development team members compiled notes on the program’s learning and teaching activities in 
a shared Google Drive Spreadsheet to outline each activity’s rationale and plan, the effectiveness of 
its implementation, and the follow up required. 
4. The audience (including the development team and participants) provided anonymous survey 
feedback about Session 5 – Showcasing your work. 
 
The collated data was analysed using thematic coding in order to ascertain the effectiveness of the 
program to build academic capacity in teaching in collaborative learning spaces, to inform future 
iterations of the program, and to provide insights about how academics are engaging with the 
challenges, opportunities and issues raised by blended learning. 
 
FINDINGS 
 
The needs analysis of participants revealed interest in learning about the possibilities that the space and 
technology offered, group activities and assessment tasks, how to teach large student cohorts of up to 
100 students, obtaining a student perspective on learning in a CLS, accessing relevant resources, and 
reconceptualising existing practice to produce engaging, collaborative and active learning. One of the 
participants had taught in a collaborative learning space before and most were familiar with using 
Blackboard but not Google Drive nor Blackboard Collaborate. Of the 16 academic staff who 
participated in the program, 11 completed the anonymous survey about the program with results shown 
in the following sections. 
 
Pedagogy 
 
As shown in Table 2, responses about pedagogy were varied. By far the majority of open comments 
received in the program survey concerned pedagogical issues. 
 
Table 2. Responses from program survey - Pedagogy 
 
The sessions: Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree
a) helped me gain confidence in how to use 
appropriate pedagogical approaches. 
- 6 
(55%) 
3 
(27%) 
2 
(18%) 
- 
 
Participants commented positively on the opportunity to unpack the curriculum and relevant unit 
outlines and consider issues such as how student groups might create, present and submit tasks, receive 
formative assessment, and carry out self and peer assessment to consider common approaches across 
the four BSc units. Team issues were considered important such as how to form and manage teams 
which was helped by experiencing teamwork in the space. Some participants valued developing a 
lesson plan in their team and being able to adapt the planning template for future use. A common view 
expressed was the benefit in engaging in peer learning during the program such as designing assessment 
items and receiving feedback from other teams and listening to peer comments during the 
demonstration activity in Session 4.  
 
Suggestions for improvement included providing a broader understanding of pedagogical issues rather 
than focusing solely on inquiry-based learning, simplifying some of the program activities and include 
more guidance so that they can be completed during the sessions, considering unit content before 
focusing on assessment and providing more details about group work such as how to keep students on 
task and how to deal with group conflict. 
 
A challenge that some development team members noted a number of times was that with inquiry-based 
learning having the potential to be a confusing and messy learning experience, there was the added 
complexity of running activities from the perspective of being a participant, a first year student and a 
teacher. At times this caused confusion about the purpose and outcomes of particular activities. It was 
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suggested that there needs to be greater focus on constructive alignment when considering BSc unit 
outlines - learning outcomes, assessment, learning and teaching approaches - while situating this within 
the learning outcomes of the program. 
 
Space  
 
The survey responses shown in Table 3 suggest that participants developed confidence with how to 
utilise the space for teaching and learning purposes. Positive comments were received about the 
explanations and examples provided during the program. One person noted that more time was needed 
to test the collaborative spaces in different ways. 
 
Table 3. Responses from program survey - Space 
 
The sessions: Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree
b) helped me gain confidence in how to 
manipulate a space (i.e. regarding configuration 
of chairs, tables and CoWs; positioning and 
movement of participants). 
4 
(46%) 
6 
(55%) 
- 1 
(9%) 
- 
 
Technology 
 
There mixed responses received about the use of educational technology in the program and this was 
revealed in the responses shown in Table 4. 
 
Table 4. Responses from program survey - Technology 
 
The sessions: Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree
c) helped me gain confidence in how to use 
appropriate educational technologies. 
2 
(18%) 
3 
(27%) 
5 
(46%) 
1 
(9%) 
- 
 
There were very positive comments made about the Google apps. Google Documents were mainly used 
for simultaneous editing and sharing of information on the CoWs within and between groups and 
participants responded favourably as reflected in this comment: 
 I have never used google docs, and this session really got me thinking about how new technologies 
could be useful rather than "faddish". 
 
Participants were enthusiastic about being able to creating digital posters rather than printed ones using 
Google Sites as indicated by this feedback: 
 This is a brilliant mode to encourage collaborative learning and collaborative assessment 
 …was a real eye opener. I found this to be a really useful reconceptualisation. 
 
There were mixed responses about the use of Blackboard for the program. Positive comments included 
that it was very useful to experience a well-designed Blackboard site with the relevant URLs neatly 
summarised. However, there were suggestions that there might be simpler and more functional 
alternatives to using Blackboard such as the Google apps to provide a better platform. Some comments 
requested the need for a list of recommended tools that would also be relevant to the suite of assessment 
items for the BSc course.  
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General comments 
 
The responses about the program in general (shown in Table 5 below) appear to indicate its success in 
modelling good teaching practices with respect to engagement, interaction, effective uses of CLS, 
meeting individual needs and developing understandings from a student perspective.  
 
Table 5. Responses from program survey – General comments 
 
The sessions: Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree
d) were engaging and interactive. 8 
(73%) 
3 
(27%) 
- - - 
e) demonstrated effective uses of collaborative 
learning spaces. 
5 
(46%) 
4 
(36%) 
2 
(18%) 
- - 
f) were relevant to my own learning needs. 2 
(18%) 
8 
(73%) 
1 
(9%) 
- - 
g) helped me develop an understanding of how 
students would learn in a collaborative learning 
space. 
2 
(18%) 
8 
(73%) 
1 
(9%) 
- - 
 
These comments are indicative of this and show how participants reflected on their experience more 
generally: 
 This program opened my eyes to a world of teaching approaches that I suspected existed but I had 
never had any direct experience of. Naturally the pilot program was limited in scope but it gave me 
a sample of what is possible but a significant amount of learning on my part is still required. 
 I loved it!  I liked the involvement of the development team and their helpful comments.  It was too 
short! Not in weeks, but in time each interaction. These interactions are actually interventions as 
they force critical thinking of what is collaborative learning, what is collaborative assessment. 
 I feel that I have learned a lot about how approaches to problem-based reflective learning can be 
implemented in the collaborative learning spaces. Group tasks followed by reflective analysis 
require no specialised assumed skills and therefore can be implemented across the spectrum of SEF 
disciplines. The learning outcomes are also non-discipline-specific, which would enable different 
cohorts of students to develop the ability to exchange information in an interdisciplinary 
environment.  
 
Participants provided very positive feedback about Session 4 in which they trialled their ideas and 
experienced different teaching styles and approaches as indicated by these comments: 
 This session went so much better than expected. I learnt a lot by watching how the other groups 
went about their lesson. It was clear that there are many different ways in which a lesson can be 
executed. 
 This was my favourite session. The creativity in the groups and the difference in the presentations 
and focus was fascinating.  
 This session was when everything started to come together. 
 
On the other hand, one participant noted that it was difficult to determine from the 10 minute 
demonstration activity if the lesson plan was adequate. Another said that even though the peer review 
was useful, it was difficult sometimes to reach consensus about suitable approaches. Following on from 
this, views were expressed that the first two sessions could have been condensed into one and that 
greater focus be placed on the demonstration session as stated here: 
 The whole course could have been more seamlessly geared towards this session… this would have 
got me more cohesively incorporating the relevant concepts. 
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It was further noted that teaching first year students would be different from demonstrating activities 
with peers pretending to be students and that ensuring student engagement over the whole semester is a 
much larger challenge. Finally, a number of participants suggested that a wider range of resources such 
as links to readings, case studies and best practice references be made available during the program. 
 
Showcase feedback 
 
The showcase occurred in the collaborative learning space used during the program with CoWs 
arranged in a circle, presenters standing in the middle and the audience giving synchronous feedback 
via Blackboard Collaborate from mobile devices and the CoWs. Feedback received noted these benefits 
of the showcase: it was important to see how academics and professional staff could work together in 
teams to achieve worthwhile outcomes; it condensed the participant learning experiences reflectively 
and communally; and it modelled the process of collaborative learning and teaching to senior staff.  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The program generated interest, engagement, useful discussion and reflection amongst both the 
participants and development team. It provided a foundation for participants to build on when preparing 
to teach in collaborative learning spaces and starting to consider the specific assessment and content 
needs of each BSc unit. The development team needed to create content and resources for the program 
on an ongoing basis and so it was not possible to have all program content available at the start of the 
program. This is something that could occur in a future program to allow for more self-directed learning 
and it could also be useful for participants to contribute resources which did not occur during the pilot. 
 
In hindsight, there are two important additions that could be made to the program. Participants needed a 
more structured way to reflect on their own teaching style and discipline requirements. One way to do 
this could be to use a tool such as the Teaching Perspectives Inventory to promote reflection, 
discussion, clarification and respect (Collins & Pratt, 2011, p. 273). This is important when teaching 
team members may not have any formal teaching qualifications and/or limited teaching experience. 
Furthermore, participants could benefit from a conceptual framework for describing possible 
pedagogies without feeling overwhelmed by technological choices. The framework for Web 2.0 
learning design (Bower et al, 2010) may be suitable and is based on these dimensions: 
 Knowledge type - Factual, conceptual, procedural, metacognitive 
 Cognitive processes - From lower level remembering, understanding and applying to higher-order 
analysing, evaluating and creating 
 Pedagogy supported - Transmissive, dialogic, constructive, co-constructive 
 Modalities - Text, image, audio, video 
 Syncronicity - Asynchronous, synchronous  
Such a framework could be applied to the program’s blended learning environment to help participants 
recognise existing strengths in their teaching approaches and then identify and prioritise possible areas 
of development. Reflective activities could then have been linked to this framework and occurred more 
regularly rather than be summarised after Session 4. It may have also been useful for participants to 
record their reflections in an e-portfolio to gain experience with doing so and perhaps to be able to 
further build on and share with peers beyond the duration of the program. 
 
The collaboration that occurred between participants and the development team was a central 
component of the program and importantly helped to develop professional relationships rather than only 
personal ones (Garrison, 2007) and to shape learning and teaching priorities across the 4 BSc units. 
Ellis and Goodyear argue that team collaborations of academics together with educational and 
technology specialists can “embrace more complex approaches to educational design, and make use of 
appropriate design tools and methods” (2010, p. 118). The resulting professional relationships have 
proved very important leading up to and during the delivery of the units in 2013 with four of the 
development team members (including the author) providing support during this time. 
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Successful peer learning proved to be a major outcome of the program for both participants and the 
development team. Further peer learning opportunities may result from this program for staff to 
continue to share ideas, experiences and reflections and explore blended learning approaches to meet 
the needs of their discipline and teaching teams (Wilson, 2007). The LATICE project offers a 
community of practice for any QUT staff to be a part of and this is linked to other showcase events to 
promote and disseminate good practice and highlight innovation. Program participants have been 
encouraged to contribute and there is also the potential for smaller communities within SEF to form. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Adopting new and effective blended approaches can be the catalyst for transforming practice (Gerbic, 
2011) and for this to occur appropriate change management strategies are essential (Lee & Tan, 2011).  
The program supported the change to a new science course by developing confidence, common 
understandings and professional relationships amongst all staff involved and allowing for innovation to 
emerge as occurred with the exploration of digital posters. Due to its interactive nature, the program 
fulfilled the “trialability” and “observability” dimensions of Wilson’s academic development 
framework by engaging participants both as learners and teachers in the collaborative learning space. 
As a result, the potential exists for future iterations of the program to be offered for other new courses 
in SEF. The successful components of the program included academic staff working in teams and being 
mentored by a development team to address group assessment tasks, design and demonstrate a learning 
activity and then obtain peer feedback. The program could be condensed to 3 sessions plus a fourth 
session involving a showcase event with a greater emphasis given from the start on the ultimate goal of 
demonstrating an activity in the space. Furthermore, ongoing reference to reflective and conceptual 
frameworks such as the Teaching Perspectives Inventory and the framework for Web 2.0 learning 
design may assist participants in clarifying their understandings and experiences to help prioritise what 
is needed to implement each BSc unit. Obviously, it would be useful for these priorities to be further 
developed and discussed with other members of a teaching team such as sessional staff and tutors who 
may not have the opportunity to take part in academic development.  
 
For the pilot program to be as successful as it was required the support of senior management in SEF 
and other departments in QUT. The concluding showcase event was essential for management staff to 
recognise the teaching abilities of their staff, their preparedness for implementing the BSc units in 
collaborative learning spaces, and the work still required to be done. This event should be included in 
future programs since it helps to merge innovation from a top-down policy and leadership perspective 
together with bottom-up innovation and change (Wilson 2007; Davis & Eales 2007). Finally, it is 
important to note the Bachelor of Science units will be undergoing a review process in August, 2013 
and this will inform the delivery of such a program and the required people and digital resources 
required. Prior to this pilot there was consideration given to eventually converting the program into an 
elective unit for the Graduate Certificate in Academic Practice but this may not occur now due to other 
more recent blended learning priorities. 
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